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The Story

 

Justice has a new name … Revenge. 

 

After a covert operation in Australia goes terribly wrong and reeling from a devastating loss, Justin and his ever-faithful partner, Carrie O’Connor, are dispatched to Saudi Arabia suspecting a connection.  But a seemingly friendly meeting with one of the Saudi princes turns into an international incident with potentially fatal consequences for both Justin and Carrie. 

 

Split apart and assigned different operations, Justin and Carrie find themselves in the crosshairs of professional assassins. Barely able to escape with their lives and relying on unusual allies, the agents must battle on separate fronts to discover the truth about who is relentlessly hunting them. 

 

Can Justin and Carrie survive a fight to the finish that has never been more explosive or more personal? 
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Chapter One

 

 

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

 

Prince Ismail bin Saud revved the powerful 700-horsepower V12 engine of his black Lamborghini Aventador LP 700-4 with golden wheels. He cut through a fast corner and entered his neighborhood. The afternoon was hot and muggy, the scorching sun pounding the asphalt, the car, and everything else around him. But inside the cockpit of his super sports car, the air was brisk and fresh, the air conditioner blasting a cool breeze on bin Saud’s unshaved face. He stroked his thick beard and smiled. He had just closed a business deal with a German corporation about purchasing jet fuel for its many aircraft. His uncle, Prince Fouad bin al-Farhan, had appointed him as Global Sales Manager at Aramco, the kingdom’s national petroleum and gas company. Bin Saud was in charge of increasing sales of the 400,000-barrels-per-day Yasref refinery. And so far, he had secured buyers for almost half of the refinery’s production capacity. His uncle would be proud of bin Saud.

He smiled again and hit the gas. The Aventador rocketed through King Abdullah Road in the northeast of the city and reached over a hundred miles an hour. Bin Saud tightened his grip around the perforated black leather steering wheel. He enjoyed the thrill of the speed and the vroom of the engine for a few moments, then hit the brakes and pushed in the clutch. He downshifted and drifted through a curve, the Pirelli Pzero tires burning rubber against the asphalt. He was now just a block away from his four-story, twenty-bedroom villa. It was small by the thirty-one-year-old’s standards, but he was only staying for the night.

Bin Saud decelerated again and made a left turn. He looked through the windshield and a frown darkened his face. He recognized one of the vehicles parked by the yellow wall surrounding the villa. It was a silver Bentley Flying Spur, the favorite car of Khalifa Hamadan al-Fulani, Saudi Arabia’s envoy to Canada. Is he here to give me another tongue-lashing? Did my uncle send him?

Bin Saud cursed the envoy, then parked right behind the Bentley. He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself down, although his mind was raging with a host of unanswered questions and worst-case scenarios. Does he have pictures this time? I don’t remember anyone taking pictures, but I didn’t check everyone. I’ll have to be more careful next time.

He slammed his fist against the steering wheel, then turned off the Aventador. He ran his hands through his black wavy hair, fixed a few loose strands around his temples, and got out. He straightened the knot of his black tie and the collar of his black business suit and headed toward the house.

One of the security guards noticed him as bin Saud neared the gate and hastened to open it for him. Bin Saud crossed through it without giving the guard as much as a nod or a glance, then dashed through the courtyard.

The envoy was probably waiting for bin Saud in the first floor conference room, so he went in that direction. He opened the main entrance door and one of his aides ran to meet up with him. “Al-Fulani’s here,” the aide said in a low timid voice.

“I know that. I saw his car outside. What does he want?”

The aide hesitated for a moment. “He wants to talk to you . . . a . . . about the meeting in Jeddah.”

Bin Saud clenched his teeth but only for a moment. He took a deep breath through his nose and pulled the aide to the side. “Does he have anything? Pictures? Documents? Witnesses?”

The aide shook his head. “No, not that he showed me. And he didn’t say much.”

Bin Saud let go of the aide’s arm. “All right. Let’s hear what al-Fulani has to say. Go get me the briefcase, then stay near me.”

The aide’s face fell into a frightful grimace. “The briefcase with the gun?”

Bin Saud nodded. “Yes, that briefcase. And hurry.”

“Okay, right away.”

Bin Saud buttoned the last button of his suit, then turned to his right, heading toward the conference room. He gave the brown mahogany door a gentle push. Al-Fulani was sitting near the head of the black square-shaped table with his back against the small arched window. He was dressed in a black thobe with a plain white ghutra, the traditional headdress and a black igal, the black wool cord to secure the headdress in place. He looked tired, and the wrinkles on his forehead and face seemed to have multiplied since the last time bin Saud met with him, which was not even a month ago. Al-Fulani looked up and his small black eyes were as attentive and inquisitive as ever. A young aide that bin Saud had never seen before was sitting to al-Fulani’s right.

Bin Saud greeted al-Fulani, “As salaam alaykum.” Peace be upon you.

Al-Fulani gave him the customary reply, “Alaykum as salaam.” Peace be on you.

He walked around the table and the two men exchanged a deep long embrace. Then bin Saud greeted the aide, whom al-Fulani introduced as al-Onazy.

“I would have given you a proper welcome, if I had been aware of your arrival,” bin Saud said after he had taken his seat at the head of the table. His voice carried a slight hint of disapproval about al-Fulani’s unannounced visit.

Al-Fulani shrugged and nodded toward the teacup in front of him. “This is good hospitality. I would have informed you, but time was of the essence. Something important came up, which unfortunately allowed no time for proper etiquette.” His eyes sparked with a dark glint and his voiced edged up as he finished his words.

“Problems?” bin Saud leaned forward in his seat.

“Yes, big problems.” Al-Fulani looked at his aide, who handed him a black folder. “We received this intelligence from our asset in Ottawa. The Canadian Intelligence Service is aware of your meeting in Jeddah. Now they have a file on you.”

Bin Saud felt his thick bushy eyebrows meet at the middle of his forehead. His frown grew deeper and wider. A sick feeling rose up from the pit of his stomach, as if someone had punched him hard. 

He picked up the file al-Fulani had pushed toward him and opened it with trembling hands. The first page contained a report from the CIS and one of their field operatives, Justin Hall. A few paragraphs had been highlighted in yellow, and bin Saud skimmed through them.

The conference room door opened in almost complete silence, and bin Saud’s aide walked in. He dropped a black leather briefcase near his master’s feet, then stood a few inches away. Bin Saud waved his hand, indicating for his aide to take one of the seats.

A few moments later, a grin began to form on bin Saud’s face. He closed the folder and dropped it on the table with an exaggerated shrug. “They don’t have anything concrete, so there’s no real reason to worry. The confession of a dead man and the claims of an unnamed source of Mossad. If this is all they have, you are worried about nothing.”

Al-Fulani’s face took on a stern look. His eyes remained glued to bin Saud’s face. “I am not worried about nothing.” He spoke in equally spaced words, putting the emphasis of his terse tone on “nothing.” “And this is not all they have. This is all we have.” He pointed at the folder. “CIS is still looking into this matter. Their agents have doubled their resources, and now they’re working with the NSA. You know who the NSA is and what they do, right? These CIS agents will find what they need, and they’ll link you to that meeting, where you weren’t supposed to be.”

Bin Saud shrugged and a bold smile danced on his face. He was not going to apologize for his behavior, and definitely not to someone beneath him. Al-Fulani might be the kingdom’s envoy to another country, but he was not a part of the royal family, like bin Saud. “I think you’re exaggerating the situation. Even if these Canadians determine I was in the meeting in Jeddah, it is quite a leap to conclude that I or the House of Saud is supporting terrorists.” 

Al-Fulani held bin Saud’s eyes for a long moment. “Right. We, or should I say you, have only business relations with these people who plotted to blow up the capital of Canada. You were advised against going to that meeting, against engaging with these people, against—”

“I don’t like your tone and the contempt in your voice.” Bin Saud cut him off with a dismissive hand gesture. “You’re talking to royalty, a man who one day could be the king of this country.” He moved his hand to the briefcase and flipped open its gold-plated hinges. He glanced down at the familiar sight of his diamond-encrusted Beretta PX4 Storm 9mm pistol, but did not pick it up.

When bin Saud looked up, al-Fulani returned a blank stare. He drew in a deep breath and rearranged the fold of his headdress. Then he pushed his small rimless glasses to the bridge of his nose. “I mean no disrespect, bin Saud.” His voice had turned low and meek. “What I’m trying to say is that we have a situation, a grave situation, that’s threatening to become worse. It’s a headache not just for me, but for the entire royal house.”

He let his words hang in the tense air for a moment, then continued, “If the NSA tracks down your calls, your conversations with any of the dozen or so plotters of the Ottawa attack, then the CIS will receive those reports. And when this man, Justin Hall, gets his hands on that intelligence . . .” His voice trailed off.

Bin Saud asked, “Who is this man?” 

Al-Fulani replied, “He’s one of the best CIS field operatives. Rumors have it that he was behind the ambush on Sheikh Abdelwahed al-Ghalib. He’s been to Somalia, Kenya, Iraq, Libya, hunting terrorists all over the world.”

Bin Saud blinked back his surprise and confusion. “I thought our fighter jets bombed the sheikh’s convoy.”

“We did. Upon Hall’s request. But it was him and his team that mopped up the field and actually took out the sheikh.”

Bin Saud nodded and leaned back on his seat.

“In addition, it was Hall who took out the last two militants operating in Canada. The ones who attacked the tourist center. And to make matters worse, in the last attack at one of the safehouses in Ottawa, Hall lost his fiancée. To say that he’s furious would be an understatement.”

Bin Saud locked eyes with al-Fulani. There was a clear and real unease on the envoy’s face. It looked as if he was afraid of this Canadian agent. Then bin Saud’s gaze moved to al-Fulani’s aide. He also had a look of deep concern.

“I met with Hall last week in Ottawa, before I came back and before I secured these reports.” Al-Fulani gestured toward the folder. “Hall also met with our ambassador to Canada. He’s not looking for revenge, but justice. He wants all those who were responsible for the death of his fiancée and another dozen Canadians who lost their lives in these terrorist attacks orchestrated and financed by our nationals.” Al-Fulani emphasized the word “our” but he nodded toward bin Saud.

“So, do your job then and give this man what he wants. Find more militants and inform the Canadians about them. But make sure these militants are dead, so that they cannot reveal any compromising information.”

Al-Fulani opened his mouth, but bin Saud silenced him with a head gesture. “No, I’ve listened enough. Get on with this task and make sure that everyone who was at that meeting is either dead or unable to talk to anyone. The first option is better,” bin Saud concluded with an evil grin.

Al-Fulani shook his head. “I don’t think you understand my position and my assignment. I’m a politician, not a henchman. And I work for the royal house, not for a . . .” He shook his head and did not finish his thought.

Bin Saud’s face twisted in a big scowl. “For a what? Go on. What were you going to say?”

Al-Fulani shook his head. “We’re done here.” He leaned back and gestured toward his aide. “I’m going to take this matter to your uncle. Perhaps he could talk some sense into you, although that may be impossible.” 

He pushed back his chair and began to stand up.

Bin Saud reached into his briefcase for his pistol. He pulled it out, cocked it, and trained it on al-Fulani’s chest. “I don’t think you’re going anywhere, unless it is where I tell you to go.”

Al-Fulani stared with defiance at the Beretta’s muzzle. No fear registered in his eyes, just a hint of disappointment and regret. He shook his head then said, “I come here to inform you, to warn you, so we can work on a solution that will save your life and what do you do? Point a gun at me like a thug. What? You’re going to shoot me? Well, go ahead and do it. See how that will resolve your problems.”

Bin Saud cast a sideways glance at al-Fulani. “Don’t tempt me.”

Al-Fulani threw his hands up. “I don’t have time to waste. And your uncle is not going to take this—”

The gunshot cut off his words and his life. The bullet entered the left side of his chest, right underneath his heart. Al-Fulani toppled backwards and hit the carpeted floor with a loud thud.

Bin Saud did not even flinch. He kept the pistol in his hand, wondering whether he should dispatch al-Fulani’s aide as well. He ignored the man’s screams and thought about it for a moment. Two accidental deaths would be far more difficult to explain than one. And he needed a credible witness. “Did you see what happened here?” bin Saud asked the aide.

Still in shock and in panic, the man shook his head so hard his headdress fell to one side. “No, no, sir. I saw nothing. I was never here. I don’t . . . please don’t kill me.”

Bin Saud shrugged. “Calm down and breathe. I’m not going to kill you, am I?”

He glanced at his own aide, who did not seem shocked at bin Saud’s cold-blooded murder. Perhaps he had become used to bin Saud’s deadly outbursts. Or he expected this turn of events when he brought the briefcase with the Beretta.

Bin Saud’s aide said in a low but firm tone, “No, no sir, you’re not going to kill al-Onazy. Because, as he said, he was never here.”

Bin Saud shook his head in disappointment. His aide might be used to his actions but not his way of thinking. “Of course, al-Onazy was present in this meeting. He saw and heard everything. He saw how willing I was to cooperate with al-Fulani’s efforts to find all militants and extremists fighting against our friends and allies. And he also saw this was an accident. An unfortunate turn of events. I refused to show my pistol to al-Fulani but he insisted. And the gun went off. A terrible, terrible accident.” He shook his head this time with a glint of regret in his eyes and a hint of sadness in his voice.

His aide looked across the table at al-Onazy. He had mustered a certain amount of courage, had stopped whimpering, and his hands were no longer trembling. “So, what did you see?” the aide asked al-Onazy.

“Mr. al-Fulani had a very . . . very tragic end. This was a true misfortune.” He looked at the man bleeding on the floor, swallowed hard, and continued, “Mr. al-Fulani was a great man, a wonderful diplomat, an excellent mentor. He will be greatly missed by everyone, first and foremost by his country.”

Bin Saud gestured with his left hand for the man to stop. “That’s enough. We get it that you understand your new role.”

“I understand, yes.”

“Good. So you’ll have no trouble reciting it to the police when they come to investigate and ask questions.”

“No, no trouble, sir,” al-Onazy said hastily.

“Perfect. Now get out so we can talk about this problem al-Fulani brought to our attention.” He tapped the folder and tipped his head toward the door. “Don’t call the police, but wait in the courtyard.”

Al-Onazy fixed his headdress and was relieved to leave the room with his life.

Bin Saud returned his Beretta to his briefcase and heaved a deep breath. He waited until al-Onazy closed the door behind himself, then said, “So, this Justin Hall. Have you heard about this man?”

The aide offered a slight shrug and a nervous headshake. “No, but I will find out everything we have on him,” he said in a quick voice, eager to please bin Saud. “I’ll dig into the Al Mukhabarat Al-A’amah files,” he added, referring to the General Intelligence Directorate, the kingdom’s largest intelligence service. “And we have contacts in the CIA and the British Secret Intelligence Service. We’ll learn everything about him and his moves before he even thinks of making them.”

Prince bin Saud grinned. “I like that. Get it done right away. And no word to Prince al-Farhan about any of this.” He pointed at al-Fulani’s body and then placed his hand over the folder. “We’re going to come out with our own strategy to handle Justin Hall.”
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Westfield Sydney Shopping Center

Sydney, Australia

 

Justin Hall lifted his aviator shades for a better look at the crowd in front of him. Inside the first floor of the Westfield Sydney Shopping Center, the foot traffic was getting heavier with the approach of the lunch hour. It was mostly women and children and a few old men, lining up in front of the Oporto for their burger or chicken, at the Burger Edge across from his location, or entering Chellini’s Café to his right for a more sophisticated meal. But no one fit the profile of the man Justin was supposed to meet and conclude the deal with.

He drew in a deep breath and cast a sweeping gaze first to his left and then to his right. He was positioned at the exact location the man had requested as their meeting place. With his back against the wall, Justin studied the entire ever-changing situation in front of him. He looked at the people on the escalators, drawing money from the ATM machines, or entering and exiting the washrooms to the right of the café.

A circle of cream-colored couches was a few feet away to Justin’s left. Two moms and three toddlers occupied half of the couches, chatting and enjoying ice cream cones. On another couch, an old man wearing a brown overcoat and a matching cap was reading the paper. Justin had used his phone to take a picture of the man and had sent it to his partner in this operation, Megan Warner, who was covering the opposite side of the hall. She had forwarded the picture to her unit in the Tactical Assault Division of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation, but it had registered no hits in their databases. As far as the ASIO was concerned, the man was clean.

The area was getting crowded, with too many people for Justin’s liking, especially if things went sideways. He had suggested to the man to meet in a coffeehouse or a restaurant, where Justin could easily contain any crisis. His suggestion had spooked the man, who had almost cancelled the deal. Reluctantly, he had agreed, but only if the meeting went down according to his terms. Left without any options, Justin had agreed.

He resisted the impulse to check on the SIG P228 9mm pistol resting in the waistband holster, as he did not want to draw unnecessary attention to it or to himself. Justin had seen two security guards patrolling the area about five minutes ago. They were very attentive and did a double take as they walked past him, but did not approach to ask questions.

He sighed and glanced at his wristwatch. The man had insisted they meet at half past eleven. He was ten minutes late. Justin and Megan and the other two members of her team had arrived at the mall at a quarter after eleven. No one matching the man’s description had passed by the others’ positions on the second floor, right over Justin’s and Megan’s locations. 

A frown creased Justin’s forehead as he considered the scenario if the man did not show up to their meeting. Justin would have to start from scratch. The man was using a prepaid cellphone and had used a fake ID to purchase and activate his mobile. But Justin was confident the man would show up. The promise of easy money lured even the most suspicious men. And one hundred thousand dollars for stolen and smuggled Aramaic scrolls and coins was an excellent payday.

Justin swung his briefcase filled with cash from one hand to the other and shifted his body weight from his left foot to his right. Then he thought about how he had gotten to this place, so close to nabbing two of the Saudi Arabian militants suspected of supporting the terrorist attack against Canada the previous month. It had all started with a tweet from a jihadi account, which one of the CIS cyber analysts had tracked and forwarded to James McClain, Justin’s chief. The tweet praised the looting of a cache of priceless ancient artifacts from a museum in Mosul, Iraq. Other CIS analysts were able to link the Twitter account to Facebook pages, where middlemen were touting ancient relics, ranging from statues to scrolls. The relics had been plundered from Syria and Iraq after ISIS, the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, took control of large areas in both countries. Some estimates put the number of looted treasures from Syria’s and Iraq’s museums and heritage sites in Hatra, Mosul, Khorsabad, and Nimrud at over three thousand artifacts, with some as old as four thousand years.

The CIS team discovered the names of two Saudi Arabian nationals tied to the smuggling operations. The pair had been a part of the team organizing the bombing of the Canadian Tire Center hockey arena in Ottawa, but had slipped through the CIS agents’ net as they raided one of the terrorists’ safehouses in the city. Justin’s fiancée, Anna, had been killed during that shootout, so Justin had been looped in to this operation.

He worked on gathering further intelligence and identifying the rest of the smuggling network. Justin established a connection between a couple of the most active middlemen and a recent sting operation by the FBI, which had seized a large cache of these relics in the United States. French and German police had also dealt heavy blows to the smugglers’ ring, forcing them to move their operations to new remote locations like Australia.

Justin suggested the CIS run an operation to draw out the smugglers already active in Australia. He would pose as a potential buyer of the artifacts, working on behalf of a Russian billionaire without any scruples about enriching his priceless collection. McClain liked Justin’s idea and authorized the operation. 

In a matter of days, Justin had gotten in touch with one of the middlemen, had built a fragile relationship, and had gained the man’s trust. He went by the name Sami and reluctantly agreed to meet with Justin in Sydney. Justin told McClain, who informed his counterpart in the ASIO. It took a bit of persuasion, but McClain was able to work out a joint operation with the ASIO. Justin was partnered with Megan, one of ASIO’s best field operatives, and they had run through a few scenarios about how the meeting with Sami was going to take place. But his last-minute change had thrown their plans off course. They had scrambled to reach the Westfield Sydney Shopping Center and secure positions. And now they were waiting for Sami. 

If he were to show up.

Justin paced in front of the café, scanning every face in the crowd. I hope he hasn’t changed his mind. He was really counting on Sami’s revealing the location of the two Saudis, so Justin could keep the promise to Anna: find and kill all those responsible for her death and everyone else who instructed, financed, or otherwise supported the terrorists’ activities.

He thought about calling Sami, but that move would tip Justin’s hand. Sami had masked his cellphone number, but ASIO’s communication analysts had easily cracked his protection. If Justin called Sami, it would warn him that Justin was not the typical buyer.

He sighed and returned to his original position. He flicked on the mike of his radio communication device—attached to the inside part of the collar of his black polo shirt—and said in a low soft voice, “Megan, give me a status update.”

“All clear, Justin,” Megan replied. “No sign of Sami.”

He looked beyond the circle of couches, and his eyes found Megan standing near A La Turko, a kebab joint. She gave him an almost imperceptible nod as she played with one of her blonde curls.

Justin asked, “Anyone have eyes on him?”

“Negative,” came Noah’s reply. He was out of Justin’s sight, but the CIS agent knew Noah was standing somewhere near the glass railing, taking in both floors.

“I don’t have him either,” said Arlo, the last team member, working the second floor along with Noah.

“Roger that,” said Justin.

He glanced again at his wristwatch. It was now almost a quarter to twelve. When Justin looked up, his eyes caught a glimpse of a man with a Middle Eastern appearance jogging toward the couches. The man had a two-inch beard and was dressed in a blue-and-white checked shirt and blue jeans. 

“We’ve got movement,” Justin said. “Potential target at my nine o’clock matching Sami’s description. I’m heading out to meet him. Zero coms until I give the signal.”

“Roger,” Megan said.

Noah and Arlo also confirmed they had received Justin’s orders. He was going to brush his hand through his hair to signal for his team to come out from their positions and provide support.

Justin weighed the briefcase in his left hand and started to walk toward the couches. He kept his eyes on Sami’s face. A couple of seconds later, their eyes met. Sami slowed down his pace and stopped. His eyes turned into small dark slits as he peered at Justin. Then Sami’s gaze went up to the second floor of the mall. He must have seen something that utterly startled him, because he froze in place.

But just for a moment.

Then he pulled out a pistol and fired at Justin.

He felt the sting of the bullet as it grazed his lower left arm, tearing through his skin. Justin dropped to the ground and rolled on the white-and-gray marble floor. A couple of bullets struck the floor, whizzing inches away from his head. But he was able to crawl to the couches and fell behind the ATM machine two feet away from them.

Another bullet pinged against the metallic side of the ATM. Screams and shouts broke out in the shopping center, as people scurried to safety. Justin pulled out his pistol, stood up, and peered from behind the ATM’s right side. He caught a glimpse of Sami’s back as he was running through the hall, in the midst of the chaotic crowd of terrified shoppers.

“Don’t let him escape,” Justin said into his mike.

He broke into a fast sprint, careful to avoid pushing or knocking into people crawling, crying, or rushing all around him. Not only were they slowing him down, but they were also blocking his view. Justin stopped. He had lost Sami.

He turned his head to the left, then to the right. “I lost him,” he shouted. “Anyone have him?”

“Heading west toward the main exit,” Noah’s voice came into Justin’s earpiece.

Justin looked to his right as a gunshot rang from that direction. Loud screams followed. “I got him.”

“Roger,” Noah replied. “I’ll collect the briefcase.”

He held his pistol low to his side and dashed through the hall.

By now, most of the people were either lying on the floor or had sought safety inside the stores. Justin was able to close the distance. His eyes found Sami pulling one of the glass exit doors. He shoved an old woman out of his way, and she fell on her back.

That was Sami’s mistake.

Justin stopped for a split second, long enough to aim his pistol, acquire his target, and pull the trigger. His bullet slammed into Sami’s right shoulder. He crashed against the door for a moment and his head banged against the glass. But he pulled himself up and kept going.

Justin fired another time. This time his bullet missed, hitting two inches above Sami’s head, and shattering the door’s glass. Sami ducked and rushed outside. Then he turned to the right.

As Justin reached the exit, he slowed down his steps. He walked warily along the left side of the wall, holding his pistol to his eye level. He was half expecting Sami to pop out from beyond the exit and fire a long barrage.

But nothing of the kind happened.

It was all quiet. 

Perhaps too quiet.

Justin wondered if Sami had collapsed because of the shoulder wound. But maybe he was hobbling to his car. Or hijacking a car from the traffic flowing on Market Street or George Street outside the exit. Or trying to disappear on foot. As Justin was making a decision, rushed footsteps came from behind him and he heard Megan’s voice: “You’re okay, Justin?”

He turned his head as she rested with her back against the wall across from him. She held her pistol high near her face with her right hand while pointing with her left to his arm.

Justin dropped his gaze to his forearm. The trickle of blood had made its way to his hand, but the bullet’s heat had semi-sealed the two-inch-long wound. He shrugged, “Flesh wound. Cover me.”

Megan nodded. “Three, two, one.”

She covered the left side with her pistol.

Justin stepped through the exit, but swung his weapon to the right.

Sami was nowhere to be found. Justin peered so hard his eyes began to hurt and turned his head fast in all directions. At last, he saw movement amidst the cars zipping through Market Street, just as Sami disappeared around the corner and onto York Street. “My eleven o’clock,” he said to Megan and raced after Sami.

When Justin got to York Street, his eyes found Sami crossing to the other side. He narrowly missed one of the red accordion city buses and sprinted alongside the Queen Victoria Building. Sami was heading south, through Sydney’s packed business district and toward the Town Hall.

Then Sami turned his head and aimed his pistol.

Justin ducked behind the nearest slow-moving car. Its windshield exploded in a spray of slivers, but Justin was well beyond their reach. He crawled to the back of the car behind the first one, as another round burst open one of the car’s side windows. A couple of fragments scraped the left side of his face near his jaws. Justin ignored the stabbing pain and the trickle of blood and kept running behind Sami.

The gunshots had sent the crowds into pandemonium. Two city buses screeched to a halt, practically blocking most of the traffic. Pedestrians rushed onto the street, hiding behind the stalled vehicles, or dove into the nearby stores.

Justin circled around the bus and looked for Sami.

But he was gone.

Justin kept his gaze to the last place he had seen Sami, behind a white taxi, hoping the man would appear again.

But he did not.

So Justin skirted a couple of cars, advancing toward Sami’s last known position.

As Justin came to the corner of George Street and Druitt Street, Sami’s blue-and-white checked shirt appeared in the small space between two cars as he crossed Druitt Street.

Justin assumed the standing firing position known as The Weaver. He held his pistol with both hands, slightly bent his knees, and squeezed off a round.

It caught Sami on the lower part of his back. The force of the bullet spun him around, and he fell hard on his back.

Justin zipped toward Sami, who was crawling toward the hedge of shrubs along the sidewalk. He was trying to reach for his pistol, which had landed a few feet away from him. “Don’t! Don’t do it!” Justin shouted.

He kicked away Sami’s hand and retrieved his pistol, a Glock 41 model. Then Justin knelt near Sami, who was now lying on his back near one of the trees by the hedge and struggling to catch his breath. His face had started to go pale, but there was still a lot of life left in him. Justin was not sure how much hollow or solid organ damage the bullet had caused, but Sami would probably survive if immediately taken to a hospital. “I want the name of your Saudi associates,” Justin demanded in a firm voice in Arabic.

Sami tried to shake his head, but it was too much effort. “No.” His hoarse voice was replaced by a wheeze.

“You know what’s going to happen to you?” Justin leaned closer to Sami’s face so that he would not miss a word. “You’ve been shot twice, so you’re losing a lot of blood. Your body contains about ten pints of blood, maybe eleven because of your height. Once you’ve lost four pints, you’ll go into shock. You’re already short of breath and weak, maybe even dizzy.”

Sami’s lips struggled to form a grin. He let out a low sigh, then said, “I will tell you nothing.”

Justin shook his head. “I wouldn’t be so sure. And you interrupted me. Don’t do that again. I was saying, you’re probably dizzy, and in a few minutes you’ll start to have chills, confusion, and sleepiness. But I don’t have a few minutes. You don’t have a few minutes.” He brought his pistol to Sami’s face and thrust its barrel into the side of his neck. “The names!”

“Hey! What’s going on here?”

Justin heard the loud sharp voice of a pedestrian calling at him from the left side.

“None of your business!” Justin replied without turning his head. Then he shouted at Sami, “Give me the names!”

Sami coughed up blood and whispered in a low voice, “No, never.”

“Wrong answer.”

Justin shoved the pistol’s muzzle to the crook of the elbow of Sami’s right arm and pulled the trigger. The bullet blew out Sami’s elbow joint, piercing cartilage and bones.

Sami screamed and glanced at his bleeding arm. “You rabid dog. You can’t—”

“I can and I will.” Justin moved his pistol to Sami’s left arm. “There are two hundred and six bones in your body. I will break them all, one by one.”

Sami’s eyes nearly popped out in panic. He swallowed hard and took a series of shallow breaths. But he did not mutter a single word.

“Three seconds. One. Two.—”

“Justin, what are you doing? Stop!” Megan’s voice came from behind him.

“Stay out of this!” Justin said without turning his head.

“You can’t kill him. Not like this,” Megan said.

“I will kill him like the dog that he is. Stay back!” Justin shouted. Then he leaned closer to Sami. “Made up your mind?”

Sami started to shake his head.

“Three. Again, wrong answer.”

Justin fired a round.

Sami cried out in a heart-wrenching scream, but Justin did not even flinch. He thought of Anna and how she must have suffered in her last few moments of agony. Sami was going to suffer a hundred times more.

“Justin, stop it. Stop it! Now!” Megan shouted in a firm steady voice. “Don’t make me—”

Justin said, “What would you do if this animal killed your husband?”

His question took Megan by surprise. “I . . . I wouldn’t torture him like this.”

Justin nodded. “You would. You would want justice.”

“This isn’t justice. This is revenge.”

Justin shrugged. He moved his pistol to Sami’s face and drove the muzzle hard into his forehead, right between his eyes. “Last time, Sami. The Saudi names or I’ll blow your brains out. One. Two.—”

“All right, all right. They’re Hamza Kamel al-Qahtani and Shahid Jawad Nejem,” Sami whispered in a low weak voice.

“How do I find them?” Justin said.

Sami hesitated for a moment.

Justin leaned on his pistol. “Don’t make me count again.”

“I . . . I have their phone numbers in . . . in my car. And I can take you to them. Don’t kill me. I told you everything I know.”

“We’ll see about that.” Justin pulled back his pistol. “Where’s your car?”

“It’s a black Ford SUV parked at the mall.”

“Where at the mall?”

“By Central Plaza.”

“And where are the Saudis? Here in Sydney?”

“No. Melbourne.”

Justin rummaged through Sami’s pockets and found his car keys, his cellphone, and his wallet. He took everything, then stood up. “He’s all yours,” he said to Megan.

She flogged him with a disappointed glare. “It wasn’t right, and you know it.”

Justin nodded. “Yeah, but it worked. We got what we wanted.”

Megan shook her head. “I’m not sure about that. And what did we lose in the process?”

Justin shrugged. “I don’t have the luxury to think about that.” He turned his head and noticed Noah and Arlo rushing through George Street. Onlookers had lined the streets and police car sirens were echoing from the distance. “We needed results, and I got the results,” he added, more to himself than to Megan.

He walked toward Noah and Arlo. “Help me find his car. It’s a black Ford SUV. He gave up his accomplices in Melbourne.”

Justin tightened his jaws and his fists. He could hardly wait to face the Saudis and pour out his wrath upon them.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Melbourne, Australia

 

The second team of the ASIO agents approached the terrorists’ safehouse from the back alley. The agents ran bent at the waist alongside the red brick wall, covering every angle and every direction with their H&K MP5 rifles. According to the intelligence provided by a new detainee nabbed just two hours earlier in Sydney, a couple of Saudi Arabian nationals known to be supporters of ISIS-linked jihadists were residing at this specific location. The teams’ orders were to capture the pair alive.

Thirty seconds later, the first team leader gave the go-ahead order for the agents to breach the safehouse. Both teams broke through the doors and entered without encountering any resistance. They cleared the house soon thereafter and confirmed that the jihadists were gone. But they had left not too long ago, perhaps ten, fifteen minutes earlier. The teams discovered steeping tea on the kitchen counter that was still warm, along with other signs the residents of the house had left in a hurry. A treasure trove of documents was found in one of the bedrooms, along with a couple of Glock pistols and a large amount of ammunition.

The first team leader sighed and got on the phone to give the bad news to his chief, Nick Smith.

 

ASIO Headquarters

Sydney, Australia

 

Justin and Megan were sitting in the hall outside the office of Nick Smith, Director of ASIO’s National Counter-Terrorism Operations. They had shed their operational gear and were dressed in conservative business attire. Justin had donned a red-and-white striped short-sleeved shirt along with a matching red tie and black pants. Megan wore a pencil skirt and a turquoise blouse. She seemed a bit more worried than Justin, fidgeting with the handle of the briefcase she was clutching on her lap.

“Megan, it’s going to be okay,” Justin said. He wanted to place his hand on her shoulder but worried about how she might interpret his gesture. Perhaps his reluctance had to do more with the fact that after Anna’s death, he would recoil at the thought of touching or being touched by another woman. 

The only exception was Carrie O’ Connor, his long-term partner with the CIS. They had worked together for many years and had dated for the first few months. But their fiery personalities and their operations in remote hotbeds of terrorism all over the globe had taken a grave toll on their relationship. They had amicably decided to be good friends and even better work partners. After Carrie’s recent breakup with her boyfriend, she seemed to be spending more and more time in Justin’s company. But he did not mind. He found comfort in Carrie.

Megan nodded, but gave Justin a worried glare. Her aqua-blue eyes rested on his face for a few seconds, so he gave her a reassuring smile. “I’ll take all the blame.”

Megan asked, “Blame? For what?”

“For what happened at the Town Hall.”

Megan searched Justin’s eyes for understanding. Then she shrugged and looked away. “Mr. Smith usually gives us the reasons for a meeting. He likes his people to be prepared, so they can answer his questions. But I have no idea what this is all about.” She pointed at Nick Smith’s black office door about ten feet to their right.

Justin nodded. “This will be about the mall shooting and how we could have handled it better. You have the report ready—which was excellent, by the way—and Noah and Arlo will support it. And I’ll stand behind all your findings.”

Megan’s report had omitted the events at the Town Hall. She had stated that Justin had caught up to the suspect after they had exchanged heavy gunfire. And when she arrived at the scene, Justin had handcuffed Sami, who had already confessed to the safehouse in Melbourne.

Megan seemed to blush at Justin’s compliment. She brushed a couple of hair strands behind her ears and straightened the collar of her blouse. “I’m not worried about that. But I have no idea what Sami may have complained about to his lawyer. We’ve had a few cases when operatives have been demoted and fired because of detainees’ allegations of beatings or torture.”

Justin frowned. He understood her position and the predicament in which he had put her through his actions. Megan was covering for him, and she worried it might come at the cost of her seven-year career. “Megan, I’ll take the fall for this one, if it comes to that. You didn’t do anything deserving of any kind of punishment. If anything, they should award you a medal.”

Megan shrugged. “I didn’t do anything to stop you,” she said in a low sorrowful voice. “And now . . .” Her voice trailed off as she gestured toward her briefcase.

Justin opened his mouth to reassure her once again. But before he could say any word, Mr. Smith’s assistant, a young woman with a long reddish ponytail, stepped outside his office. “Mr. Smith will see you now,” she said in a soft, inviting tone.

“And now I’ve got your back,” Justin whispered to Megan as they both stood up. He hesitated for a moment, then gave her a gentle pat on her shoulders.

Megan smiled and her eyes glinted with a ray of confidence. “Thank you.”

Justin shook his head. “Don’t mention it.”

He followed her inside Smith’s spacious office, furnished in a modern industrial-inspired style. It was an elegant blend of glass and stainless steel, with the occasional accent of brown or black wood. Justin, Megan, and Smith’s assistant stood by the door, waiting for Smith to acknowledge their presence. But he kept his eyes glued to a folder he was reviewing, while he sat behind a huge tempered-glass desk partially covered with a series of files, a laptop, three smartphones, and a glass water bottle.

Justin fidgeted and got ready to let out a cough to get Smith’s attention. But at that exact moment, Smith looked up, frowned, and motioned for them to seat across from his desk. “Thank you,” he said to his assistant, while Justin and Megan took their seats.

“Do you need anything else, sir?” she asked.

“No, we’re good.”

“Okay.” She closed the door behind her.

“I’ll get right on with it and start with the bad news,” Smith said as he looked intensely into Justin’s eyes. “The intelligence about the safehouse in Melbourne turned out to be useless. Our team found no one. No Saudis or anyone else of Sami Abdullah’s associates.”

Justin frowned. He was not expecting that outcome, and wondered whether his rough treatment of Sami was all for naught. “What happened?”

Smith cocked his head to the left and gave Justin a sideways glance and a frown, as if to ask whether Justin had misunderstood any of Smith’s words. “It’s unclear at this point. However, Abdullah’s associates have vanished. Gone. Perhaps someone warned them. Abdullah could have had another partner working with him at the shopping center. Or Abdullah was supposed to have called them after the meeting, and when he didn’t, they disappeared. Regardless of the reason, our team found nothing, and we’re back to square one.”

Justin was not so sure. Sami had told the truth, albeit under extreme duress. The ASIO team had responded as soon as possible, so the outcome was not their fault. And Sami was still in detention. It would not take much to make him talk again. Justin said, “The intel was good, but, as you mentioned, a series of unknown factors may have been at play.” He kept a level tone, not wanting to outright contradict Smith. At the same time, Justin was not going to accept that the operation at the shopping center had been a complete waste of time and resources. “In any case, we still have the asset. He’ll provide us further intel so we—”

Smith cut him off with a stern headshake. He ran his left hand through his silver hair, then scratched a chin covered by a week-old full beard a shade darker than his hair. Smith’s cold blue eyes pierced Justin, and the agent felt the scolding before Smith’s words had even left his mouth. “Sami Abdullah is no longer an asset. He’s lawyered up, and is threatening to launch a lawsuit against my agency and my operatives. Do you know anything about his allegations of cruel and inhumane treatment, Mr. Hall?”

Justin kept his stare fixed at Smith. “I know he would still be shooting at your citizens if we hadn’t stopped him. And I know he killed a security guard and an elderly woman at the mall, and wounded six others, not to mention the panic he caused to dozens of people. If anything, that terrorist should be thankful he’s not dead.” His voice took a sharper edge and turned louder as he said the last word.

Smith’s frown stretched from one corner of his forehead to the other. He shook his head and his eyes grew icier. “I don’t know how you do things in Canada, Mr. Hall, but here we don’t shoot unarmed fugitives, even when they’re alleged terrorists.”

Justin began to shake his head, but Smith stopped him with a hand gesture. “Abdullah’s claiming you shot him after he was disarmed and incapacitated. You threatened to kill him, if he didn’t give up intelligence on his associates, then you followed through on your threat. Are any of his allegations true, Mr. Hall?”

Justin did not need to think about his answer. “No, of course not. And, for the record, I’m offended by both your question and your tone. As described in my after-action report, the terrorist was still armed and dangerous.” He dropped his eyes to his gauze-wrapped left arm, then he turned it with palm facing up, in case Smith had missed his clue. “He shot at me in the mall and kept firing through the packed downtown streets. Even as he was crawling on the ground, he reached for his Glock. I had to neutralize his efforts, by any means necessary.”

Smith nodded. “I understand in the heat of the moment you may have used excessive force.”

Justin shook his head. “No, sir. I did what I had to do to stop the terrorist, so he wouldn’t endanger or take other lives. I made an executive decision, based on the circumstances at hand.”

Smith peered at Justin. “You don’t really think shooting this unarmed man and threatening to kill him was necessary, do you?”

Justin shrugged. “It’s easy for us to overanalyze the situation, to take our time and use hindsight. But when you’re making split-second decisions that can claim your life or the life of your partner, there’s no time for second-guessing.” He cast a glance at Megan, then returned his eyes to Smith. “You know what it’s like, sir. You’ve had your fair share of field ops.” Justin’s voice turned warmer and softer, trying to appeal to the man’s reason. Smith had been an operative for almost ten years, before assuming his first managerial position as station chief in Adelaide.

Justin was lying through his teeth, and he hated lying. But he hated losing his job even more. Any on-record admission of wrongdoing would open the way for Smith to demand disciplinary actions be taken against Justin. If he was bound to a desk on administrative leave—or God forbid, even worse, kicked out of the Service—he would not know what to do with his life. The same dreaded scenario had almost killed him a few years ago when he was demoted during a CIS internal inquiry after a botched operation to release Canadian hostages held for ransom in Libya.

Smith thought about Justin’s reply for a long moment. Then he turned his attention to Megan. “I read your report. Very detailed. Now, do you still maintain your version of events?”

“Yes, sir.” Her voice was steady and firm, and she did not shrug away from Smith’s glance.

Her left hand, holding the white folder that contained a copy of her report, trembled slightly. Justin was thankful Smith could not see it since he was leaning back on his seat.

“In light of Abdullah’s claims, do you see a need to make any changes to your report?”

“No, I don’t, sir.”

Smith sighed. He rubbed his chin again, then straightened the collar of his black suit. “All right then. I’ll move this file over to Internal Affairs for their review. As this isn’t an incident you were directly involved in, Ms. Warner, you can return to your regular assignments. But the IA will need to talk to you, so make yourself available for that meeting.”

“I will, sir. Thank you.”

Smith said, “As far as you are concerned, Mr. Hall, I will discuss this matter in great detail with your chief, Mr. McClain. I’m sure he would want to get to the bottom of this very sensitive matter, and I hope he will take any measures necessary.”

Justin nodded. He wanted to say “Thank you, sir,” but he was afraid it would not come across as genuine. He did not
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